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ABSTRACT
While communication scholars have dedicated much research towards defining and
furthering effective communication, explorations of speech disability, especially from a critical
lens, are largely absent in these pursuits. I conducted a critical rhetorical analysis of the
(dis)embodiments of disabled speakers through examining segments from the 2020 Democratic
National Convention (DNC) program that cover Joe Biden’s story as a person who stutters, and
episodes of StutterTalk, a podcast created by and featuring people who stutter. Moreover, this
thesis seeks to support two claims: (1) As a person who stutters with certain privilege and power,
Joe Biden’s DNC story further secured himself a rhetorical ability that is rooted in ableism, and
(2) podcast participants from StutterTalk practice a more ethical rhetorical ability as illuminated
in their discourse around Joe Biden’s stutter. Lastly, I develop a theoretical framework of
rhetorical ability that emphasizes embodiment as crucial in moving towards ethical rhetorical
ability.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
This project seeks to reimagine rhetorical ability in exploring its practices and instances
of (dis)embodiment among disabled speakers surrounding the 2020 Presidential election.
Although the policing of disabled voices is a prominent topic within critical disabilities studies
(CDS), the study of how rhetorical ability is practiced – or claimed and granted – among
disabled speakers remains under-researched. Likewise, conceptualizations of rhetorical ability
from a critical perspective are under-theorized.
The reality that “a public sphere where all can participate as equals is a space available
only to a certain class of people” (van Wyngaard, 2015, p. 478) is one that disabled people know
all too well, including those with speech disabilities whose nonnormative voices are historically
represented as unworthy of participation and acknowledgement in such spaces (Johnson, 2008;
Powers & Haller, 2017). Given the pervasiveness of traditional conceptualizations of rhetorical
ability grounded in one’s ability to exhibit certain speech characteristics, which continue to
permeate spaces from classrooms to the Presidential podium (Ore, 2017; Powers & Haller,
2017), this is unsurprising.
The necessity of communication for survival, combined with the normative expectations
that dictate how one must communicate, presents an unsettling paradox for those with speech
disabilities. While there may be treatments or therapies available to help manage certain speech
disabilities, for many, there are no known cures, meaning that such individuals must live in a
world normalizing vocal qualities that are often unrealistic or altogether unattainable for them
(and notably, sometimes undesired by those who may not wish to change the way they speak).
These norms affect the lives of those with speech disabilities in multiple and meaningful ways,
having impacts on their education, their career choices, their emotional well-being, and their
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everyday lives (Haller et al., 2006; Powers & Haller, 2017; Tichenor & Yaruss, 2018). In this
project, I work to reimagine traditional notions of rhetorical ability through exploring its practice
in two different texts: (1) two segments from the 2020 Democratic National Convention (DNC)
program that cover Joe Biden’s story as a person who stutters, and (2) six podcast episodes of the
StutterTalk podcast wherein participants discuss Joe Biden’s (dis)embodiments whilst exploring
and exhibiting their own (dis)embodiments as people who stutter.
These two texts include people who stutter demonstrating (dis)embodiments in different
ways, and under different circumstances and pressures. In 2020, Joe Biden’s run for president as
a person who stutters made way for an influx of media coverage and public discourse regarding
the characteristics of his speech, some of which are ill-informed about the complexities of
stuttering and how its manifestations can vary across time and contexts (Mayo Clinic, 2017;
Tichenor & Yaruss, 2018). Amidst questions and claims that Joe Biden may be mentally unfit to
serve as President – claims that pointed to his verbal gaffes as evidence of mental unfitness – he
took to the DNC stage under an enormous pressure to reassure a struggling nation of his ability
to serve be president. Although Biden was willing to talk about his stutter during his campaign,
he did so in a limited way that often distanced himself from the disability and framed his
stuttering as a thing of his past.
However, other forms of media and discourse engaged in discussions surrounding
stuttering that were well-informed and accepting of stuttering, particularly examples coming
from within the stuttering community itself. One example of such media comes from StutterTalk,
a 501 (c)(3) non-profit organization founded in 2007 by people who stutter. According to their
mission statement, “StutterTalk is dedicated to supporting people who stutter, their families,
professionals, students, and the general public by talking openly about stuttering and by
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providing information about stuttering” (StutterTalk, n.d.). In support of this mission, the nonprofit has published over 700 episodes of the StutterTalk podcast, created by and featuring
people who stutter such as “researchers, speech-language pathologists, leaders in the self-help
community, family members, famous people who stutter and others” (StutterTalk, n.d.). Podcasts
like StutterTalk may be framed as spaces of resistance, where nonnormative speech
characteristics become the norm, and the experiences of people who stutter are spoken about
candidly and shared with listeners around the world. Such spaces change how disabled speakers
are able to participate; as they challenge what it means to communicate effectively, they also
challenge the normative expectations surrounding the way people talk.
I conduct a critical rhetorical analysis of these two sets of texts – DNC program segments
covering Joe Biden’s background story as a person who stutters, and StutterTalk podcast
episodes that discuss Joe Biden’s stuttering – to explore (dis)embodiment among disabled
speakers. This exploration leads to insights into how rhetorical ability is practiced among
disabled speakers, prompting me to organize this thesis around two claims: (1) As a person who
stutters with certain privilege and power, Joe Biden’s DNC story further secured himself a
rhetorical ability that is rooted in ableism, and (2) podcast participants from StutterTalk practice
a more ethical rhetorical ability as illuminated in their discourse around Joe Biden’s stutter.
In my endeavor to substantiate these claims, I seek to contribute to the delinking of
rhetorical ability from the ableist notions upon which it has been conceptualized and reproduced,
a necessary move which is under-researched in the field of communication. Furthermore, I
develop a theoretical framework of rhetorical ability informed by critical disability theory, a
theory that works towards the emancipation of disabled people (Arstein-Kerslake & Black,
2022). In this framework, I distinguish between two types of rhetorical ability – ableist and
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ethical – and argue that the former requires disembodiment, while the latter requires
embodiment. In doing do, I offer a theoretical contribution in an area that is significantly undertheorized, particularly from a critical perspective. Furthermore, in presenting this
conceptualization of ethical rhetorical ability, which includes alternative means of practicing
rhetorical ability in an inclusive and ethical way, I hope to help pave the way for further
theorization and praxis of ethical rhetorical ability in communication/rhetorical studies.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
I begin this chapter by exploring existing literature from communication scholars on a
concept central to this thesis: rhetorical ability. Then, I review literature on embodiment in
relation to my larger argument: that ethical rhetorical ability calls for embodiment, while ableist
rhetorical ability calls for disembodiment. Lastly, I review literature that has explored rhetorical
ability in two other areas germane to this project: presidential rhetoric and speech language
pathology.
Rhetorical Ability in Communication
While rhetorical ability is under-theorized and under-researched, communication scholars
have explored rhetorical ability in meaningful ways. For instance, Randall (2021) explored
rhetorical ability in relation to the ability to give consent, proposing “the capacity to resist
persuasion and to have one’s voice signify” (p. 378) as two conceptualizations of rhetorical
ability. As Randall explores these conceptualizations in relation to the Anna Stubblefield case,
they importantly contribute towards the theorizing of rhetorical ability.
Furthermore, Randall also emphasizes the role of the environment in rhetorical ability
and worked to “resituate the locus of rhetorical ability from the rhetor’s body to environmentally
mediated capacities that can be actualized only when particular discursive and material
conditions are met” (2021, p. 378). Similarly, Johnson (2010) defined rhetorical disability “not
as the property of an individual rhetor, but as a failure of the rhetorical environment, a product of
the conditions that grant or deny rhetors… [rhetorical ability]” in her exploration of “stigma as a
constitutive rhetorical act that also produces a disabling effect” (p. 461). The emphasis these
contributions place on the role of environment illuminates that rhetorical ability is, at least partly,
an ability granted outside of the individual.
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These works offer meaningful contributions towards constituting rhetorical ability.
Nevertheless, the brevity of this specific section in this literature review speaks to the need to
further explore and theorize rhetorical ability. In this project, I aim to contribute to such
conceptualizations in analyzing texts related to speech disability.
Embodiment
As this thesis explores instances of (dis)embodiment, here, I review literature that
informs conceptualizations of embodiment relevant to this analysis. In considering what it means
to embody a speech disability, I first explore what constitutes a speech disability. Broadly
defined, speech disabilities (also referred to by the terms “speech disorders” or “speech
impediments”) are conditions which make it difficult to form specific words or sounds correctly,
or to make words and sentences flow smoothly (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
2020). Stuttering may be conceptualized as a type of speech disability that is perhaps most
commonly thought of as the repetition of a sound, syllable, or word. However, it can also include
difficulty starting a word, pausing in the middle of a word, the addition of extra words (often
unnecessary and/or filler words) if difficulty moving to the next word is anticipated,
unintentional physical behaviors (tics, tremors, rapid eye blinks, muscle tension, etc.), and an
overall limited ability to effectively communicate (Mayo Clinic, 2017).
Importantly, research has sought to go beyond this clinical definition of stuttering.
Donaher and Minkoff (2014) stated that “[s]tuttering must be viewed as more than simply a set
of behaviors… stuttering is best defined by the impact that it has on the individual and their
ability or willingness to communicate with others” (p. 20). Tichenor and Yaruss (2018) also
recognized a gap in the clinical definition of stuttering – that it is historically defined from the
perspectives of listeners, and not from perspectives of persons who stutter – and their research
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findings encouraged a more holistic understanding of stuttering, including themes accounting for
the variability of stuttering across time and situations, the relationship persons who stutter have
with listeners, what it’s like for persons who stutter to manage the disability, and the physical,
emotional, and cognitive experience of stuttering (Tichenor & Yaruss, 2018).
Thus, when considering what it means to embody one’s stutter, I do not rely wholly on
the audible presence of stuttering as an indication of embodiment, in part, because stuttering is
extremely variable— not only from person to person, but also across time and situation
(Tichenor & Yaruss, 2018). Furthermore, while stuttering may not always be detected audibly,
stuttering may be embodied in other ways, even during moments of perceived fluency—for
instance, the speaker may still experience non-audible symptoms of stuttering, choose to disclose
their stuttering to the listener, be cognizant of their identity as a person who stutters, choose to
use techniques that help them to speak more fluently, etc.—all indicators that the stutter is very
much there in the body and in the mind. At the same time, a person may stutter audibly (and
perhaps frequently) while simultaneously making moves to disembody—or distance themselves
from—their stuttering (for example, through the denial or dismissal of one’s stuttering, whether
to oneself or to others).
If stuttering is indeed “best defined by the impact that it has on the individual and their
ability or willingness to communicate with others” (Donaher & Minkoff, 2014, p. 20), it is
necessary to consider other potential forms of embodiment to engage in a more holistic
understanding of what it means to embody one’s stutter. Here, the words “ability” and
“willingness” are of particular import, given that “ability” may not only refer to the speaker’s
ability to communicate, but also to the permission a person receives from the listener that allows
their speech or method of communicating to be listened to and heard. Therefore, I further
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conceptualize embodiment as a person’s openness to acknowledging and/or accepting their
stutter, and their willingness to do so, both to themselves and to others. Furthermore, this may
also include a person embracing, or “owning,” their stutter.
As I’ve aimed to demonstrate in these examples, disembodiment and embodiment are
fluid and difficult (if not impossible) to pinpoint. That is to say, gray space exists between
embodiment and disembodiment, as a person may embody in certain ways and simultaneously
disembody in others. Furthermore, I argue that it is impossible to be fully disembodied as a
person with a speech disability; people can never completely distance themselves from their
stutter. Therefore, I conceptualize embodiment and disembodiment as existing on a spectrum of
(dis)embodiment. In this way, (dis)embodiment may be best conceptualized in terms of distance;
just as one can make moves to distance themselves from a disability (disembodiment), they can
also make moves to bring themselves closer (embodiment).
Presidential Rhetorical Ability
Among the plethora of research in the field of communication that studies U.S.
presidential rhetoric, a smaller subset falls into the realm of exploring presidential rhetorical
ability. Such contributions have explored how U.S. presidents were forced to navigate various
aspects of their identities that were constituted as rhetorical burdens – namely, identities of race
and disability.
For instance, after he was diagnosed with polio and became paralyzed from the waist
down, Franklin D. Roosevelt had to contend with his disability in the face of the public eye.
Stein (2004), in describing how the ability to stand erect serves as a measure of political fitness,
stated that “...politicians dependent on popular mandate are expected to demonstrate quite
literally their ‘good standing’ by rising to present themselves to their constituents” (n.p.), an
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expectation “so deeply embedded [as a measure of a leader] that we barely recognize the way [it]
form[s] our grounds for judgment” (n.p.). Thus, Roosevelt was faced with decisions regarding
(dis)embodiment of his disability.
Huock and Kiewe (2003) advance the argument that Roosevelt carefully concealed his
disability in part through visual rhetoric—namely, his ability to walk, or to give the appearance
of walking—that “drew attention to his ostensibly healthy body” (p. 10). They also found that
Roosevelt hid his disability through his use of “the spoken word to portray his own health, while
denigrating the health of his opponents” (Huock & Kiewe, 2003, p. 10). This concealment, the
authors argue, had less to do with polio and more to do with “how the public attributed meaning
to that affliction” (Huock & Kiewe, 2003, p. 10). Thus, these moves towards disembodiment are
reflective of the ableist expectations Roosevelt faced.
Another President who some scholars believe navigated a disability is George W. Bush.
Bush was not known as a gifted public speaker (Crockett, 2003), so much so that his
misstatements and gaffes became known as “Bushisms” and were often used by various forms of
media as evidence to back claims of his stupidity and unfitness to be President (Quinlan & Bates,
2010). Some have suggested that Bush has dyslexia, a theory that Quinlan and Bates (2010)
explored via the enthymeme that “connects speech errors as markers of dyslexia, a lack of
intelligence and a lack of leadership abilities that disqualify an individual from public service”
(p. 3). The authors describe how Bush may have handled this rhetorical burden, noting that while
Bush denied having dyslexia, just as FDR “took [steps] to control his image by not allowing his
disability to be photographed… a person with a learning disability may feel the need to hide this
disability because [they] will be viewed as too unintelligent to contribute to public life” (Quinlan
& Bates, 2010, p. 10). This possibility illuminates the rhetorical burden carried by those with

9

disabilities and those whose bodies or behaviors may simply communicate disability, along with
the (dis)embodiments a person might practice to prevent the denial of rhetorical ability.
Furthermore, the authors note that Bush, in his denial of the possibility of having a
learning disability, “demonstrated his awareness of the power of this enthymeme… Rather than
denying the minor premise [that Bush has a learning disability], the major premise (learning
disability = stupid) is what needs to be denied” (Quinlan & Bates, 2010, p. 9). Thus, even if Bush
didn’t navigate a learning disability, his denial of the disability without also speaking to
challenge the ableist notion that learning disabilities are cause to withhold rhetorical ability
subscribes to ableist rhetorical ability.
Scholars have also explored rhetorical ability in regards to racial identities. In an analysis
of Barack Obama’s 2008 DNC speech, Ore (2016) examined how Obama navigated being a
Black presidential candidate on a highly normative and racialized stage. Ore argued that Obama
deployed tropes of whiteness to ease the “anxiety [of white Americans] over the rising potential
of [electing] a phenotypically black president” (p. 2). Thus, Obama worked to disembody his
black identity and make himself “recognizably white” (p. 1) due to the “rhetorical constraints for
which the conventional white male rhetor vying for the presidency would not have to account”
(p. 4). Forms of (dis)embodiment included Obama’s choice to distance himself from his African
father, showing videos and photos of himself with numerous white folks (including his white
family), and stressing his identity as an American (Ore, 2016).
Extant literature on presidential rhetorical ability illuminates the narrow expectations that
we place on presidential bodies. As Ore wrote, “the DNC podium was envisioned as a certain
kind of space intended for a certain kind of body” (Ore, 2016, p. 14)—historically, a white,
cishet, male, and able body. These studies reveal a common theme in the navigation of rhetorical
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burdens that come from one’s identity – that the disembodiment of such identities to appease an
expectant audience and larger systems of power is a common practice to ensure greater rhetorical
ability is granted.
Rhetorical Ability in Speech Language Pathology
The field of Speech Language Pathology (SLP), as the word “pathology” might imply,
has a long history of ableism. Scholars have argued that SLP “emerged as a response to the early
twentieth-century demand for docile, efficient, and thus productive speech” (St. Pierre & St.
Pierre, 2018), a demand that did not welcome stuttered speech. With the pathologizing of
stuttered speech that ensued, it is unsurprising that therapy treatments for stuttering have
historically centered on fluency as the main outcome, a focus that has perpetuated ableism in the
field.
However, scholars of speech language pathology have challenged this ableism in
important ways. One particularly noteworthy example came as a response to the publication of
an editorial by Dr. Marilyn Nippold, then editor of the journal Language, Speech, and Hearing
Services in Schools, in which she discussed the story of how a speech language pathologist was
looking to establish an intervention program for an elementary school student named Ben who
stuttered. Nippold noted that when the speech language pathologist looked to recent research for
guidance, she found that “NO data-based studies that focused on building fluent speech in
school-age children have been published [in the past 10 years],” and that rather, there was a
“trend in the literature toward counseling children to accept their stuttering and to learn to cope
with its negative side effects instead of working directly on the stuttered speech, as if to say that
we are throwing in the towel on the effort to achieve fluency in school-age children” (Nippold,
2011, p. 99).

11

In response to the editorial, over 100 collaborators from within the stuttering community
– including speech language pathologists (SLPs), researchers, representatives of stuttering
support organizations, and people who stutter – worked closely with one another to produce a
response letter that challenged the ableist notions in Nippold’s article, stating that their primary
concern was with Nippold’s “seemingly narrow focus [on treatments that would build fluent
speech]” (Yaruss et al., p. 537, 2012). Rather than support a focus on fluency, the authors
suggested that:
… a more comprehensive approach to treatment [for the student, Ben] might address
increased fluency as well as other goals… [including] increasing acceptance of stuttering
and of being a person who stutters… improving communication skills, increasing selfconfidence… and, ultimately, minimizing the adverse impact of stuttering on the child’s
life. (Yaruss et al., 2012)
Such goals placed an emphasis on the embodiment of stuttering, and while the authors
recognized that embodiment is not always easy for people who stutter (for instance, in their
acknowledgement that Ben may have found it difficult to talk about his stutter with other
children [Yaruss et al., p. 541, 2012]), the article outlined how SLPs might help children like
Ben in ways that made room for and emphasized non-fluency related treatment goals.
After this turning point, the field of speech language pathology saw an increased focus on
research aiming to challenge ableism. One notable study by Gerlach-Houck and Constantino
(2022) provided practical suggestions to interrupt ableism in stuttering therapy and research,
which included helping clients to consider healthy therapy outcomes (mainly, those not focused
on fluency), a commitment to using inclusive language (including respecting the way an
individual wishes to be addressed (person who stutters vs. stutterer), and language that avoids
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positioning stuttering as a negative phenomenon), respecting and amplifying the work of
stuttering support and self-help groups, including people who stutter in the knowledge-making
process through community engagement, and recognizing and resisting institutional barriers
through education and advocacy. These suggestions worked not only to challenge ableism, but
also centered people who stutter as a community of support and knowledge.
Notably, research on stuttering has not only sought to challenge ableism through an
acceptance of stuttering, but also through a focus on the good that might come from stuttering –
experiences of stutterers that Constantino has called “stuttering gains” (2016, as cited in GerlachHouck & Constantino, 2022). For instance, it was found that stutterers reported benefits such as
feeling stronger/more courageous, a cultivation of determination, the deepening of relationships,
an increased sensitivity to others, and further perspective on life as benefits related to their stutter
(Boyle et al., 2019). However, Gerlach-Houck and Constantino (2022) noted that “there have
only been a few articulations of stuttering itself being enjoyable” (p. 359) – a distinction that
stems from the more radical notion that stuttering isn’t just something to be accepted, but
enjoyed – but he does cite a couple of examples, including Alpern’s (2019) description of
stuttering as exhilarating, “like Fred Astaire pretending to trip when he dances” (p. 19, as cited in
Gerlach-Houck & Constantino, 2022).
Although this summary of the history and contributions of speech language pathology as
relating to ableist and ethical rhetorical ability has been brief, the scholars I’ve cited here have
powerfully challenged ableism and imagined new conceptualizations of stuttering. I believe that
the field of communication as a whole can learn much from these scholars, especially in
addressing speech diversity and disability in its theorizing and praxis. I know this has certainly
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been true in my own work, as these scholars have inspired my own conceptualizations of ableist
and ethical rhetorical ability in this project.
Summary
This chapter has reviewed existing literature on rhetorical ability drawing from
communication studies, presidential rhetoric, and speech language pathology. While the
literature discussed here includes important contributions that have explored conceptualizations
and practices of rhetorical ability, this review demonstrates that the need for further research on,
and theorizations of, rhetorical ability remains, particularly through a critical lens. The next
chapter discusses the methods I engage to offer a contribution to these areas.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS
In this project, I seek to substantiate two claims: (1) As a person who stutters with certain
privilege and power, Joe Biden’s DNC story further secured himself a rhetorical ability that is
rooted in ableism, and (2) podcast participants from StutterTalk practice a more ethical rhetorical
ability as is illuminated in their discourse around Joe Biden’s stutter. To do so, I have conducted
a critical rhetorical analysis of instances of (dis)embodiment in two different sets of texts: (1) the
2020 DNC segments that tell the story of Joe Biden as a person who stutters, and (2) episodes of
the podcast StutterTalk created by and featuring people who stutter.
Critical Rhetorical Analysis
McKerrow (1989) conceptualizes critical rhetoric as an examination of “dimensions of
domination and freedom as these are exercised in a relativized world” (p. 91). For McKerrow, in
critiquing domination, critical rhetorical scholars work to uncover power, which organizes
through ideologies – ideologies that are communicated through rhetoric. Disability scholars have
established that ableist ideologies are no exception. Cherney (2011) contends that “ableist culture
sustains and perpetuates itself via rhetoric,” and argues that “any means of challenging ableism
must eventually encounter its rhetorical power” (p. 2). Germane to this project, I see ableism
communicated through rhetoric in numerous ways, from how we are taught to speak to how we
are taught who is worthy of listening to, which is implicated in material manifestations of
rhetorical ability as certain speakers are granted more or less power to participate in the world.
McKerrow notes that “a critical rhetoric ends in transformation of the conditions of domination
or in the possibility of revolt as the consequence of a critique of freedom” (1989, p. 91). It is my
sincere hope that the conceptualizations of rhetorical ability offered here will contribute towards
such a transformation.
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Data Analysis
I will turn to the 2020 Democratic National Convention (DNC) program as the first text
included in this analysis. The 2020 DNC is a unique program to analyze in that it featured a
video (produced in advance of the convention) that included segments revealing details of Joe
Biden’s story as a person who stutters, had widespread coverage and a large viewership, and, like
previous conventions, was a cultural and political event that contributed to the reproduction
of rhetorical narratives, particularly those which position presidential, white-sounding speech as
the benchmark for communicability—the standard bearer for what it means to communicate well
(Lechuga, 2020; Ore, 2017). The first of the two video segments featured several direct quotes
from Joe Biden, along with outside narrations and interviews. The second segment featured
aspects of Joe Biden’s story as relayed by Brayden Harrington, a thirteen-year-old boy who
stutters and had the opportunity to meet and learn from Biden. Because these segments were
curated by the DNC, the statements reflective of (dis)embodiment analyzed may not all be
reflective of Biden’s beliefs; nonetheless, they were presented on his behalf and in an intentional
way that aimed to further his rhetorical ability. My analysis will focus on all such moments
within the segments.
Next, I will analyze episodes of StutterTalk, a podcast created by and featuring people
who stutter. To date (summer 2022), StutterTalk has published over 700 episodes that explore
different topics within the stuttering community through interviews and host commentary. As a
podcast that defies the normative speech that is often exemplified in media, StutterTalk may be
characterized as a space of resistance where people who stutter can speak openly and in
community with others with shared understanding and experiences. As the podcast participants,
both hosts and guests, challenge the link between normative speech practices and perceived
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notions of what constitutes effective communication, the podcast is a unique space to analyze for
statements reflective of (dis)embodiment. Furthermore, the platform of podcasting is of
particular interest to me, as it in many ways is the perfect space to foster rhetorical listening –
that stance of openness – that may be limited in other forms of media where time is more strictly
controlled and normative communication characteristics are heavily favored.
Out of the 700+ episodes of StutterTalk, I have analyzed those episodes in which
participants discussed Joe Biden as a person who stutters, allowing me to not only analyze
statements about stuttering that reflect (dis)embodiment in general, but also in relation to their
discussion of Joe Biden’s stutter, which may lead to insights (as discussed in chapters 4 and 5).
as to how podcast participants conceptualize rhetorical ability. To identify such episodes, I used
the search engine on StutterTalk.com to search for “Biden.” Six such episodes have appeared in
the search results to date, all of which are included in this analysis.
Although all six episodes cover Joe Biden in some fashion, not all of the episodes center
Joe Biden in their conversations, nor do they all cover Joe Biden in their entirety. For instance, in
one episode (Goldstein, 2020), John Hendrickson, a journalist who stutters, is interviewed to
discuss an article he wrote about Joe Biden. He talks about his experience covering Joe Biden’s
story and writing the article, but he also talks about his own journey with stuttering and how his
life has changed since writing the article. In another episode (Reitzes, 2020c), Joe Biden is
discussed in one segment, but there are two other segments included in the episode that cover
other stuttering-related topics. Thus, while not all six podcasts are explicitly about Joe Biden in
their entirety, they are included in this analysis because they all cover Biden in some way.
Furthermore, they also illuminate the podcast participants’ insights and practices of rhetorical
ability.
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The DNC program and the podcast episodes represent disabled speakers in two very
different scenarios. For Biden, the pressure to claim rhetorical ability in the traditional, ableist
understanding of the concept at the DNC was high. Comparatively, the podcast participants were
under much less pressure and faced lower stakes when they discussed Joe Biden and claimed
rhetorical ability on StutterTalk. These two contexts provide different insights into rhetorical
ability amidst a larger cultural event – not just the DNC, but the emergence of the first
presidential candidate (and later, president) who stutters.
In analyzing these texts in conversation with one another, I do not aim to make value
judgements around instances of (dis)embodiment of disabled speakers, nor around the ways in
which disabled speakers may choose to practice and claim rhetorical ability. Indeed, it is a
privilege to feel safe enough in the world to participate as one’s fully embodied self, and it is a
privilege that not all people (disabled or otherwise) have. Rather, my reason for analyzing these
texts together is twofold. First, I wish to interrogate the powers and norms that make moves
towards disembodiment ones that folks may feel pressured into in order to receive a higher
degree of rhetorical ability. Second, these texts contain the experiences, thoughts, ideas, and
insights of disabled speakers as people who choose to openly and seriously discuss a disability
that has a history of being represented in ways that are less than nuanced (Johnson, 2008).
Lechuga (2020) offers a model for developing praxis-driven theory for rhetorical studies that
begins with and emphasizes community knowledge. In this analysis of the (dis)embodiments of
disabled speakers, I have endeavored to respectfully and thoughtfully explore their knowledge as
members of the stuttering community to help inform my conceptualizations of rhetorical ability
in hopes that this work might contribute towards a world where equal access to rhetorical ability
is a reality.
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Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria
While instances of (dis)embodiment may be constituted in different ways (as discussed in
the last chapter), for this project, I specifically analyze statements about stuttering that are
reflective of (dis)embodiment in disabled speakers, although other instances of embodiment (like
stuttering openly, or lack thereof) are discussed. When considering (dis)embodiment in such
statements, I refer to the conceptualization (discussed in the previous chapter) of
(dis)embodiment as existing on a spectrum, and perhaps as best thought of in terms of distance –
moving towards or away from one’s embodied self, and in turn, one’s disability.
For instance, the DNC segment refers to Joe Biden’s stutter as a “problem” when he was
in school (Democratic National Convention, 2020). This statement may be analyzed as a move
towards disembodiment in that the identification of stuttering as a “problem” is reflective of the
medical model of disability, which often reduces a person to their disability. In contrast, when
Peter, a StutterTalk participant, states: “I don’t want to be that speaker… who is simply passing
as fluent or not stuttering… I feel an obligation to put some good stuttering out in the world”
(Reitzes, 2020), I characterize this as a move towards embodiment in that the speaker is
embracing his stutter in stating that he doesn’t want to pass as fluent, and that he wants to put
“good stuttering out in the world.”
Then, based on these identified moves towards (dis)embodiment, I observe how these
speakers practice rhetorical ability in different ways, leading to a discussion of this project’s
larger finding: that ethical rhetorical ability is embodied, and ableist rhetorical ability is
disembodied. In conducting this analysis of statements about stuttering reflective of
(dis)embodiments and in the discussion that follows, I contribute to the reimaging of traditional
notions of rhetorical ability.
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Positionality
Finally, engaging in a critical rhetorical analysis calls me to situate myself in this project,
as does my claim that ethical rhetorical ability is embodied. As a white, cisgender, college
educated woman who stutters, I acknowledge my varying degrees of privilege in my approach to
this project. I identify my stuttering as a speech disability because my stuttering is periodically
disabling, and as a person who stutters, I have made (and continue to make) many moves on the
spectrum of (dis)embodiment, and I have practiced both ableist and ethical rhetorical ability. I
further discuss my positionality as I engage in self-reflexivity in the conclusion of this project,
but I also feel it bears mentioning here.
While I am a graduate student who has endeavored to learn as much as I can about the
histories, concepts, and theories that have helped me to build this project and aid in my analysis,
my experience as a person who stutters not only inspired me to complete this project, but it also
helped to inform my analysis; that is to say, I might not have thought to consider the avenues of
interpretation and possibilities included in this project if not for this embodied knowledge.
Walters (2014) identifies such “cunning and embodied intelligence” (p. 54) as mētis, an
alternative and more inclusive framing of ethos that aligns with ethical rhetorical ability. And so,
in this analysis, I acknowledge and honor my own embodied knowledge – and the embodied
knowledge of the many wonderful people whom I have learned from and leaned on – that has
shaped and contributed to this project.
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CHAPTER 4: ANALYSIS
In this chapter, I analyze statements about stuttering that are reflective of
(dis)embodiment in disabled speakers from the DNC and the podcast StutterTalk. I begin with an
analysis of two DNC segments: first, Biden’s background story with stuttering as told by Biden
and a narrator, and second, aspects of Biden’s story as told by Brayden Harrington. Next, I
analyze insights of Joe Biden’s (dis)embodiments from the participants of StutterTalk. Lastly, I
analyze statements about stuttering that are reflective of (dis)embodiment among the podcast
participants.
(Dis)Embodiments of Stuttering in Joe Biden’s DNC Story
The DNC story of Joe Biden’s stuttering begins with a narrator, who states: “The skills
[listening, argumentation, and compromise] that had made him so effective [as Vice President
securing votes from Republican congressmembers] had not come easy. When he entered school,
there was a problem. Joe had a stutter” (Democratic National Convention, 2020). Here, although
Biden’s stutter is referred to as a problem, the words that precede it are noteworthy: that his
stutter was a problem when he entered school. While this doesn’t necessarily preclude the
possibility that his stuttering was also viewed as a problem before he started school, (which is
certainly feasible, although it remains unclear here), it does imply that in the normative space of
a classroom, his stuttering was viewed as such. Nonetheless, this representation does not clearly
distinguish stuttering as a problem within certain contexts vs. stuttering as a problem in and of
itself. In the very least, Biden embodies his stutter as a problem in the former context, and
possibly the latter. Furthermore, this quote illuminates that Biden embodies stuttering in his
childhood self, acknowledging that he had it as a boy in school. But the past tense statement –
“Joe had a stutter” – works to distance the school boy from the Presidential candidate.
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Immediately following the above quote, Biden says: “And it’s mortifying. It allows that
child to become an object to ridicule” (Democratic National Convention, 2020). Due to the
abrupt appearance of this quote added right after the narrator during the editing of the program,
it’s unclear as to whether Joe Biden is embodying his stutter itself as mortifying, or perhaps only
embodying having a stutter in school specifically as mortifying. Likewise, it’s unclear as to
whether Biden is referring to entering school with a stutter as a situation that allows a child to
become an object to ridicule, or to stuttering itself as allowing a child to become an object to
ridicule. Regardless, the word “allow” carries weight; it implies that in our normative world, to
embody a stutter does not merely provide others with another opportunity to mock, but it allows
them—gives them permission—to mock, because normative spaces have been produced to
exclude nonnormative voices, requiring them to disembody or be ostracized.
This idea is further emphasized by the anecdote that follows, where Biden reveals that
even his teacher mocked his stutter because she was “trying to make a point” (Democratic
National Convention, 2020). While it was not revealed exactly what point she was trying to
make, it may be assumed that it was grounded in the presumption that Biden’s embodiment of
his stutter did not have a place in her classroom. Here, Biden embodies his stuttering as
something that caused him pain.
After telling of Joe Biden’s hardships in school as a child who stuttered, the narrator
states that “Joe resolved to overcome his stutter,” Biden then adding that he “used to get up at
night and go stand in front of the mirror and practice” by reading poetry aloud to himself
(Democratic National Convention, 2020). While it isn’t clear why Biden practiced in this setting,
this statement does imply a disembodiment of stuttering that is twofold: first, in Biden’s
determination to overcome his stutter and begin to practice reading aloud, and second, in that he
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seems to have felt a certain need for secrecy, even within the space of his own home, as he
waited until dark to practice, only using a flashlight to see the words and himself in the mirror.
Perhaps, this desire stemmed from disembodying stuttering as a source of shame. Moreover,
another instance of disembodiment may be identified based on the short amount of airtime
dedicated to the story, which was less than a minute. At the same time, I characterize the fact that
Biden talked about his stuttering publicly, and during such an important event, as a form of
embodiment.
Joe Biden’s DNC story is ends with him sharing: “From having to deal with stuttering, it
gave me insight into other people’s pain, other people’s suffering” (Democratic National
Convention, 2020). This quote illuminates how Joe Biden embodies stuttering as an experience
resulting in growth and knowledge—particularly embodied knowledge.
(Dis)Embodiments of Biden’s Stuttering in Brayden Harrington’s DNC Speech
Another source revealing insights into Joe Biden’s (dis)embodiments as a person who
stutters at the DNC comes from the speech of the youngest speaker at the convention: a thirteenyear-old boy from New Hampshire named Brayden Harrington. After introducing himself,
Harrington described how he came to know Joe Biden: “Without Joe Biden, I wouldn’t be
talking to you today. About a few months ago, I met him in New Hampshire. He told me we
were members of the same club; we stutter” (Democratic National Convention, 2020). Notably,
as Brayden shares Biden’s words, he uses the present tense when he says “we stutter,” thus
positioning Biden as a person who still stutters. Furthermore, his words reveal that Biden may
embody his stutter in the sense that it connects him to a larger community – where he and
Brayden are “members of the same club” (Democratic National Convention, 2020).
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Brayden went on to explain how Biden revealed some of his strategies that help he speak
more easily, sharing: “He told me about a book of poems by Yeats he would read out loud to
practice. He showed me how he marks his addresses to make them easier to say out loud. So I
did the same thing today” (Democratic National Convention, 2020). In sharing these strategies
with Brayden, Biden embodies his stutter in acknowledging that he has endeavored to find
techniques to help him speak more fluently throughout his life. Moreover, the fact that he is uses
(and is open about using) at least one of these strategies today – marking his addresses – is a
form of embodiment, as it acknowledges an ongoing overcoming of stuttering, and ongoing
working through stuttering (even if he won’t explicitly say it).
Beyond providing tips, Harrington expressed how Joe Biden made him feel seen and
cared for: “I’m just a regular kid. And in the short amount of time, Joe Biden made me more
confident about something that’s bothered me my whole life. Joe Biden cared. Imagine what he
could do for all of us” (Democratic National Convention, 2020). Biden’s actions and care
towards Brayden further exhibits how Biden embodies the community that comes with
stuttering, a community where Biden and others may pave the way for younger people who
stutter. Afterall, Brayden said that he wouldn’t be speaking at the DNC if it weren’t for Biden,
which is no small feat.
In a touching sentiment, Brayden declared: “It was really amazing to see that someone
like me became vice president” (Democratic National Convention, 2020). Although there are
similarities between Brayden and Biden – namely, that they are both people who stutter, Brayden
and Biden (dis)embody stuttering in different ways. The person who Biden embodies in the
public eye is a person who stutters that is able to control it and manage it with great success, to
the point where Biden may pass for someone who is exhibits few instances of audible stuttering.
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Brayden’s own embodiment of audible stuttering in his speech calls attention to the forms of
disembodiment in Biden’s speech – the lack of audible and open stuttering. In a sense, Brayden,
as a young boy openly stuttering in his bedroom invokes the previously painted image of a young
Joe Biden practicing reading aloud in his bedroom. For audiences, it may be difficult for us to
imagine Biden, a person who essentially speaks for a living, having trouble speaking, and having
to practice in the mirror. In a sense, Brayden helps Biden to bridge this gap in embodiment,
while simultaneously calling attention to it.
Moreover, through Brayden, Biden is able to embody his younger self – the boy who
stutters – and give the audience a glimpse into that version of himself, whilst simultaneously
working to disembody the current version of himself as man who stutters, reinforcing the
narrative that stuttering is something he overcame. This allows for Biden to take advantage of the
rhetorical potential of stuttering – to provide a clearer picture of what it’s like to stutter, and to
draw on all the skills that made him successful – while allowing Biden to not fully embody it,
himself. Therefore, Brayden’s speech about Joe Biden provides further insight into Biden’s
(dis)embodiments as a person who stutters.
Insights of Joe Biden’s (Dis)Embodiments from the StutterTalk Podcast
To begin, the podcast participants acknowledge the limitations of Joe Biden’s
(dis)embodiments in their representation of the stuttering. Although it is unrealistic, if not
impossible, for any one person to truly and fully embody a larger community, the podcast
participants discuss how Joe Biden’s (dis)embodiments as a person who stutters are especially
limited in comparison to (dis)embodiments practiced within in stuttering community, and that
such limitations may have various repercussions. One of the podcast participants, Dr. Chris
Constantino, a speech language pathologist and assistant professor at Florida State University
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(who has also conducted important research on stuttering and ableism, as referenced in my
literature review), discusses one limitation Biden’s (dis)embodiments:
There’s probably a decent amount of people who realize that Biden stutters, or used to, at
least. And then, so you have people thinking about Biden, and thinking about stuttering,
and trying to find it – trying to detect where he might be stuttering. And I think probably
all people who stutter are doing that when Biden’s talking. They want to have that
solidarity with him, right? So, we’re paying attention to his speech maybe more than
fluent people would. And as far as I can tell, I think I’ve definitely seen Biden …
avoiding words and changing words. Sometimes in sort of awkward ways, where he
almost seems like he forgot what he was saying, or just makes some really awkward
sentences. But likely, fluent people who don’t know a lot about stuttering aren’t picking
up on those instances. They’re probably picking up on … just normal disfluencies –
sometimes what we would call “linguistic dysfluencies,” where somebody is thinking, or
changed how they were going to say something as their thoughts processed. And so, you
might have this idea that, “Oh, that’s all that stuttering is, it’s just these little linguistic
hiccups.” (Reitzes, 2020a)
This quote touches on a significant limitation of Biden’s (dis)embodiments: that Biden is not
only able to, but chooses to, pass as fluent, which may lead to misunderstandings regarding what
stuttering is and how it works. Furthermore, Dr. Constantino discusses potential ramifications of
Biden’s (dis)embodiment that leads to his passing as a fluent person:
I think [people thinking of stuttering as just linguistic hiccups] is less of a danger than …
how easily Biden seems to speak, right, and how successful he’s been in his life. He’s
president elect. And he… I mean, the president basically gives speeches for a living,
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right? He’s constantly addressing the public. And Biden has very few noticeable
moments of stuttering. And the idea that, perhaps, that type of speech is available to
everybody, I think can put a lot of pressure on, especially, young kids, and it can give,
especially, I think, parents, false hope… Stuttering looks different in every single person.
And it varies – it varies within individuals, and it varies between individuals. And
Biden’s manifestation of stuttering isn’t necessarily somebody else’s. (Reitzes, 2020a)
Here, Dr. Constantino recognizes that because not all people are able to disembody their stutter
to the extent that they’re able to pass as mostly fluent, Biden’s ability to do so may lead to
unrealistic expectations placed on people who stutter, not all of whom are able to (or want to)
pass as fluent. In other words, because Biden doesn’t overtly stutter, his disembodiment is not
inclusive of the wide range of stuttering experiences.
In another example, podcast participant Robert Quesal, a speech language pathologist and
professor emeritus at Western Illinoius University, expresses his wish that Biden would be more
open about stuttering when he asks, “Why didn’t he support people who stutter? Now that he’s
running for president, suddenly this issue that he stutters becomes this fallback. He’s had plenty
of opportunities to be more open about his stuttering” (Reitzes, 2020c). This quote not only
acknowledges Biden’s disembodiments, but also the rhetorical burden that Biden faced in the
2020 election that may have influenced his decision to talk about his stuttering at the DNC. This
rhetorical burden may have also led to the framing of Biden’s stutter as something that he
overcame, a narrative of disembodiment used by Biden and his campaign team. Peter Reitzes,
the host of many StutterTalk episodes and a speech language pathologist, notes:
He [Biden] is responsible for talking about stuttering like something to overcome… I
value Biden so much – I love how open he is about stuttering – I think he was in the
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Senate when he started coming out to stuttering events, and … when someone who
stutters contacts Biden, Biden always responds [to them]. [But] the overcoming stuttering
[narrative] is so complicated. (Reitzes, 2020b)
The complication that Peter refers to is that the narrative of “overcoming” a stutter may be
interpreted in multiple ways – for instance, a person may interpret overcoming a stutter to mean
that a person no longer stutters, effectively disembodying themselves from their stutter, which
the podcast participants agree is a potentially harmful narrative as it conflates fluency with
success. However, “overcoming” a stutter may also refer to, as podcast participant and journalist,
Barry Yeoman, states, “carry[ing] out a life of deep meaning and in power even with a stutter”
(Reitzes, 2020a), a more empowering narrative that leaves space to embody stuttering.
Furthermore, Dr. Constantino offers additional nuance regarding the (dis)embodiments
required to subscribe to the narrative of overcoming a stutter, stating:
… when we talk about overcoming stuttering, even if we’re not talking about fluency,
we’re still talking about an end goal where you’re no longer struggling anymore or you’re
no longer having trouble. What I’m often asking people to think about is even when
you’re stuttering, even when you’re struggling, is stuttering doing anything good for you?
(Reitzes, 2020a)
Here, Dr. Constantino suggests that no matter how we may interpret “overcoming” stuttering, it
implies an end goal of some sort – an end goal that requires some form of disembodiment of
struggle and shame -- an implication that may be harmful to those who may always struggle with
their stutter. The question that he asks of people who stutter – whether stuttering can offer
something good, even amidst struggle – is one that encourages the challenging of normative
views that fluent speech is ideal and has the most to offer. It not only challenges the notion that
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the disembodiment of a stutter is required to overcome it, but it also casts the embodiment of
stuttering in a positive light.
Nonetheless, Dr. Constantino also acknowledges that the narrative of overcoming a
stutter may be helpful in certain circumstances, stating:
It’s possible that this narrative [of overcoming] for Biden has been very helpful. Biden
may have existed in a context in which his stuttering was unacceptable to those around
him, and maybe this is how he managed to get through it all those years. And I think we
could all agree that we wish that wasn’t the case, right? We all agree that no matter how
you’re stuttering, it must be okay and you should be able to demand the patience of those
around you. So I think one, I do find this persistent narrative of overcoming problematic
especially as a model for young people who stutter. At the same time, I’m always hesitant
to criticize someone’s handling of their own speech. (Reitzes, 2020b)
This quote demonstrates the complexity of Biden’s (dis)embodiments of stuttering, while
suggesting that they may be potentially helpful and harmful simultaneously.
Furthermore, while these quotes from the podcast participants have illuminated the
limitations of Biden’s (dis)embodiments, they also believe that these (dis)embodiments are
meaningful, particularly as a catalyst for discussion and change, especially in terms of
encouraging nonnormative speakers to learn about and have more conversations around
stuttering, and for bringing people who stutter into the stuttering community. Dr. Constantino
explores these two truths, stating:
There is a possibility of misunderstanding of what stuttering is, what it looks like, and its
effects on an individual [based on Biden’s (dis)embodiments of stuttering]. But … I think
it’s better than what we had before which was just silence and ignorance around
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stuttering. I think most people had, sort of, stereotyped views of what stuttering was—
they didn’t really understand the nuance of it, how variable it was, how deep the effects
can be on an individual, the ability to conceal it, to hide it, to sort of live a double life
with it. Insofar as Biden’s stuttering, even if it’s misunderstood, [it] provides
opportunities to talk about stuttering. I think that’s a positive. It’s sort of like the adage
about press – there is no such thing as bad press, or however it goes – that a public
attention on stuttering is good, I think. (Reitzes, 2020a)
The idea that the potentially negative outcomes of Biden’s stuttering (dis)embodiments are
outweighed by the potentially good outcomes that lead to increased conversation about stuttering
is echoed by other podcasters. For instance, Peter describes how he believes that Biden’s
(dis)embodiments of stuttering are overwhelmingly positive. He says:
I will also point out that while President Biden has, I think, said things that some people
would say were stuttering mistakes – I’ll just say he’s said things about stuttering that I
don’t agree with – I think that President Biden is largely great for stuttering. So one of the
reasons I would selfishly like him to do more [overt stuttering] is that in the area of
stuttering, we know he’s much more good than negative, and we know he’s a pretty darn
good listener with stuttering, and we know he’s grown a lot with stuttering. So I expect
that if he did talk more about stuttering, it would all be for the better. (Reitzes, 2021a)
Here, Peter agrees with the idea that Biden’s presence as a person who stutters,
(dis)embodiments included, is largely good for stuttering, yet also acknowledges that he wishes
Biden would embody his stutter more through overt stuttering. Similarly, Barry states that:
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It [Biden’s stuttering] gives an opportunity to raise awareness of stuttering on our own...
[to] use this moment in the news to elevate the conversation. I don’t think we need to ask
Biden to do anything in particular. (Reitzes, 2020a)
This quote furthers the idea that Biden’s (dis)embodiments are welcomed even with their
limitations, and opines that the community doesn’t need to ask anything of Biden. It is worth
noting, however, that this statement doesn’t necessarily contradict the podcast participants’ wish
that Biden would embody his stutter more through overt stuttering. While this is a topic of
discussion over multiple podcasts, ultimately, Dr. Constantino and Peter distinguish between
wishing for Biden to stutter more openly and actually asking him to do so; they felt the latter was
not their place.
Another instance of Biden’s (dis)embodiments as a catalyst for discussion and change
emerged from podcast participant and journalist, John Hendrickson, who was inspired to write a
news story about Joe Biden’s stuttering, as well as his own. Here, he discusses how his life has
changed since writing the article:
At that time, before I had interviewed him [Joe Biden], before I had written a word of my
article, I barely talked about my stutter. I didn’t really talk about it with friends or family.
I didn’t really talk about it all that much with my girlfriend. It was always just this thing I
carried around. I thought of it as my problem. I felt very alone with it. And just this like,
like an appendage, that I was not ignoring, but certainly not advertising and not
embracing either. And when I finally sat down with Biden, I found that his perspective on
stuttering was actually relatively similar. We’ve all heard him talk about his boyhood
stutter, and we’ve all heard him talk about overcoming stuttering. But we haven’t heard
him talk about living with a stutter as an adult. I think for a lot of people, we [people who
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stutter] don’t talk about it at all and we do suppress it. But writing this piece thrust me
into not only the public spotlight, but it opened up this whole new dialogue with my
family, my friends, my loved ones, my colleagues, just about my own journey. And then
after my article was published, I suddenly became a member of the larger stuttering
community. And I didn’t even know that community existed. (Goldstein, 2020)
This quote illuminates how, for John, engaging with Joe Biden’s story as a person who stutters
led him to further embody his stuttering through beginning to embrace it – to have conversations
about it, to find community, and to realize that he’s not alone. John’s experience provides a
unique insight among podcast participants because, unlike the other podcast participants, John
implies that he was unaware of and did not consider himself a part of the stuttering community
until Joe Biden ran for President. This quote provides a glimpse into the power of embodied
representation and community – in seeing your experience in someone else – and that even
limited instances of embodiment, like those of stuttering demonstrated by Joe Biden, have the
potential to help others with speech disabilities.
(Dis)Embodiments of the Podcast Participants
To claim rhetorical ability, the podcast participants work to challenge the ableist notion
that stuttering inferior to fluent speech through various forms of (dis)embodiment. While not part
of my larger analysis of statements surround stuttering, it is noteworthy that perhaps the most
obvious form of embodiment comes from the participants’ willingness and desire to openly
stutter on the podcast. In each podcast analyzed, it doesn’t take long for the hosts and
participants to voluntarily stutter – it can be heard as early as the first sentence and continues
throughout the podcast. Even the name of the podcast, StutterTalk, has two meanings. While it’s
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true that the participants talk about stuttering, they do so while stuttering. The name itself
previews the embodiments exhibited throughout the podcast episodes.
Beyond how the podcast participants speak and the fact that they talk about stuttering, the
way in which they talk about stuttering is further evidence of their embodiment. Importantly, the
podcast participants seek opportunities to challenge ableism through the episodes. For instance,
in the following quote, Dr. Constantino calls out the ableism at the root of the belief that
stuttering is inferior to fluency, stating:
It [ableism] is not [just] overtly diminishing stutterers. It’s not [just] overtly saying that
they’re less important, or that they’re bad, or any obvious prejudice that you’re able to
find. But what it is saying is that fluency is better than stuttering. Even if it means hiding
your words, even if it means compromising what you want to say. Even if it means
vigilantly monitoring all of your speech so that it’s fluent. That that allows you to appear
able-bodied, and therefore that is a positive way of handling it. And so, that’s inherently
ableist. (Reitzes, 2020b)
Furthermore, the podcast participants embody their stutter through discussion of their own
experiences with stuttering and ableism that challenge the normativity of fluency. Here, Dr.
Constantino tells the story of his experience working as a speech language pathologist:
I think that as my stuttering has changed over the years, I’ve shifted how I feel about this
topic. I used to stutter very frequently and very tensely, and always felt like I was
stuttering too much. Whether that was going through school, going through my clinical
training, as a clinician, talking to parents, going through IEP meetings, talking to teachers
– it was all very stuttered, and I always felt like I was getting implicit reactions from my
listeners that I was uncomfortable to talk to. I also received explicit comments from
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people about my stuttering… even about other people’s stuttering that as my stuttering
over the years has gotten easier, colleagues have commented to me about other people
who stutter and how their stuttering worse and could… is there anything you can tell
them to stutter easier? …It was other SLPs [speech language pathologists] telling me how
well I stutter. And then bringing in another colleague of ours, and wondering how to help
them. And that might seem innocent, but this was a friend of mine who I know is
incredibly comfortable with their stuttering and has no need or intention of changing it.
And so, so it was just… it felt very patronizing to that person. (Reitzes, 2020b)
In response, Peter adds:
Yeah, and who are you helping with the stutter? Are you truly helping the person who
stutters, or are you helping yourself to not have to hear or endure or be part of that
stuttering experience? (Reitzes, 2020b)
Chris responds:
That’s exactly it. Right, I think they probably think they’re helping that person. But that
person has not expressed that they’re in any sort of trouble. It’s really about not having to
hear stuttering. But these messages have changed as my stutter has gotten easier and less
frequent. (Reitzes, 2020b)
In this exchange between Chris and Peter, they call attention to the reality that in some instances,
the embodiment of stuttering may make audiences more uncomfortable than the person who
stutters, a discomfort contributing to ableist conceptions of rhetorical ability.
The podcast participants’ challenging of ableism also includes internalized ableism. Peter
shares a story with Chris about how he worked through feelings of shame around his stutter:
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I wanted to share with you that I met on zoom recently with my Rabbi. And it was great.
And when we were talking, I was having some, I want to say, light stutters– stutters that I
was working through. And then I had a really good stutter where I really got stuck
noticeably… and I stopped and I said, “Do you see, Rabbi? I really do stutter. I’m so glad
you saw it.” So I was feeling a little shame about it. And then I realized: I don’t want to
feel shame. I’m proud that my Rabbi knows I’ve dealt with this and that I’m open to
talk[ing] about it. So … that’s a good feeling. I really liked how I managed that. (Reitzes,
2021b)
Chris responds: “It sounds like you did exactly what we try to teach people in therapy, right?
When you feel yourself moving away from the thing that you’re afraid of, move towards it even
stronger” (Reitzes, 2021b).
This story demonstrates how internalized ableism can manifest in the daily lives of
stutterers – specifically, in feelings of shame. However, Peter shares how he worked through
those feelings of shame through moving towards embodiment – or moving towards the thing that
scares you, as Chris describes— a move that resulted in feelings of pride. This is a powerful
example of how embodiment and community (in this case, Peter’s Rabbi) are important in
challenging ableism.
Notably, as they challenge ableism, the podcast participants also explore the ways in
which they feel that embodying their stuttering has aided, often unexpectedly, in their claiming
of rhetorical ability. For instance, Barry shares:
It is notable how a casual comment made long [ago] in your history can stick with you,
right? And I had a professor in college, who I now consider a friend, thirty-eight years
later, who was a beloved journalism professor. And at the end of the semester, gave me
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an “A” in the class, and told me that I would never succeed in journalism if I didn’t get
my stutter under control. And that was, initially, really demoralizing. This was somebody
I had a great deal of trust in, and so hearing this from them was heartbreaking. And my
determination was that I was going to make it as a journalist. And that that wasn’t going
to be contingent on whether I stuttered or not. I was still chasing fluency at the time, but
fluency was always a few steps ahead of me so I went almost directly from that comment
into a journalism career, and learned, in fact, in a lot of ways, stuttering made me a better
journalist. It made me a better listener. It made me less intimidating, so people were more
willing to talk to me. And it helped me understand marginalization. So I could understand
people whose voices have been silenced or shoved over to the side, and I could help
elevate those voices. (Reitzes, 2020a)
Here, Barry’s story reveals a truth that is unacknowledged in ableist notions of rhetorical ability
– that stuttering is not only not inferior to fluent speech, but it offers unexpected advances of
rhetorical ability in ways that fluent speech may not be able to accomplish. Just as Barry noted
that stuttering added to his experience and capabilities as a journalist, a little later in the
conversation, he also discusses how stuttering played an unanticipated role is his employment
opportunities:
I should tell you that it happened so soon after the comment from the professor, that I
graduated a year later and I got a job at a newspaper in Louisiana. And years later, I was
talking to the editor who hired me, and he said that when he got my job application and
he looked at my newspaper clips and he liked my work, he knew he wanted to interview
me. And when he called me, and I stuttered, that made him want to hire me more.
Because, and again, it comes back to that word we have mixed feelings about, he saw
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how much I overcame to do that kind of journalism. And that to him indicated how much
of a lion I was as a journalist. (Reitzes, 2020a)
While Barry ends by noting that he’s sure this story is not the norm, and that stuttering
discrimination in the workplace is an important issue, he shared this story to note a powerful
exception to this norm, acknowledging the possibility of a world where stuttering may be
regarded as a source of rhetorical potential.
Along the same vein, Chris shared another story about how others may see potential in
stuttering. When discussing a speech made by Congressman James Clyburn about Joe Biden,
Chris says:
His (Clyburn’s) suggestion that you can have a good life while stuttering is a huge
positive. And not only that, but the suggestion that stuttering can make you a better
person, right? That stuttering does not mean you’re broken or defective or deficient, but
can actually increase your self worth is another really positive message for people to
hear… I’ve been talking with diversity and inclusion reps for corporations, and they’re
talking about how they want to expand their neurodiversity outreach programs to include
more disabilities and you know, what does stuttering have to offer? How can we market
to our HR departments that we want more people who stutter as employees? I think
something we often talk about is the ability for stuttering to generate empathy. Because it
puts you in a more vulnerable place, it makes you more sensitive to vulnerability in
others. And so I think, Clyburn’s framing is really really healthy. (Reitzes, 2020a)
These quotes illuminate how stuttering can be a source of potential in various life situations,
which is a reality that has been too often ignored in normative spaces.
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Another way in which the podcast participants embody their stutter and claim rhetorical
ability is in creating the space where people can stutter openly and in community. While they
don’t talk about the impact of their podcast specifically in the six episodes analyzed, they do talk
about the impact of finding community in other spaces, such as stuttering conventions. Chris
shares the experience of many people who stutter the first time they meet other people who
stutter at a convention:
We [people who stutter] are able to experience for the first time what it feels like to not
be judged for how we’re talking. Right – we talk to another person, and we still stutter,
right? We still bring the same speech to that situation that we bring to our daily lives. But
we don’t necessarily feel like we need to hide it. We don’t necessarily feel like the person
we’re talking to thinks less of us because of it. And we realize, almost immediately, that
even though our speech is physically the same, it’s also simultaneously easier, and that a
lot of the struggle we’re experiencing isn’t coming from us. It’s coming from the
environment in which we’re speaking. And I think that can be transformative… the
realization that I’m not broken and a lot of my struggles are not my fault. It sort of lifts
the burden of blame off of you. (Reitzes, 2020b)
Likewise, in a conversation around stuttering conventions, Peter notes:
I don’t want to be that keynote speaker, that speaker who is simply passing as fluent or
not stuttering. And then someone says, why can’t you stutter more like Peter? So I kind
of feel like I’m compensating for this long tradition in the stuttering world of putting
forth wonderful people who just don’t stutter that much. So I feel an obligation to put
some good stuttering out in the world. (Reitzes, 2020a)
Chris responds:
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Likewise Peter. I have keynoted twice in the past four years and both times did a fair
amount of voluntary stuttering at the top of the show when I had a nice long block on “Hi
Peter” and I actually felt kind of vindicated. (Reitzes, 2020a)
Here, we see the podcast participants acknowledge and embrace the power that comes with
finding community and being accepted by that community – not just despite (dis)embodiments
of one’s disability, but because of them.
I conclude this analysis with a quote that directly addresses the community that the
participants have created through the podcast. Peter says to Chris: “Stuttering is complicated…
This is beautifully complicated, and I’m loving listening to you” (Reitzes, 2021a). This quote,
perhaps, encapsulates a feeling that some people who stutter may not have felt before – that
someone could love listening to them – and illuminates the power of the podcast itself as a
shared space that embraces embodiment and community.
Summary
This chapter has explored (dis)embodiments of stuttering in disabled speakers. First, I
examined (dis)embodiments of stuttering in Joe Biden’s DNC story. Although there are
statements that lean towards both embodiment and disembodiment, overall, Biden’s
embodiments are limited in their potential to misrepresent stuttering and uphold ableist norms.
On the other hand, the podcast participants’ statements surrounding stuttering lean
overwhelmingly towards embodiment, and they express their awareness of the complexity of
Biden’s (dis)embodiments. Furthermore, this analysis has yielded insights into how disabled
speakers practice rhetorical ability, which will be discussed in the next section.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
In this final chapter, I briefly review the findings of this project and offer a discussion of
the larger implications of these findings germane to rhetorical ability. I begin by reviewing Joe
Biden’s (dis)embodiments, followed by the podcast participants’ (dis)embodiments. Then, I
discuss what these (dis)embodiments illuminate about rhetorical ability, and discuss the need for
a move in the field of communication (among others) towards theorizing and practicing ethical
rhetorical ability. Then, I engage in self-reflexivity and conclude by discussing the limitations of
this project and offering possible future directions.
Joe Biden’s (Dis)Embodiments
In this analysis, I’ve explored Joe Biden’s (dis)embodiments in segments of the DNC
program to support my claim that he acquires rhetorical ability largely through practices of
ableist rhetorical ability – a rhetorical ability that requires disembodiments. While Joe Biden
does have instances where he embodies his stutter, most of these are also moments of
simultaneous disembodiment. When Biden talks about his stutter, it is often framed as something
he overcame. This framing distances himself from stuttered speech to meet nonnormative
expectations as he addresses the American people, yet at the same time, he calls upon his
stuttering as a rich contributor to his embodied knowledge. Through Brayden’s speech, Biden is
distanced just enough from the stuttering community without disavowing it completely. And
between the words that Biden didn’t say, and having Brayden saying them instead, certain
aspects of his embodiment are left to be communicated through Brayden only – a choice that
results in both embodiment and disembodiment of disability.
Although Joe Biden, a person with a speech disability, stood on the DNC stage as the
Democratic Presidential Candidate, this project illuminates that this was not without the heavy
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weight of the rhetorical burden which Biden strived to carry. Importantly, the pressure to
disembody for Biden was high, and it is one rooted in hegemonic powers like whiteness and
ableism. Just as Obama was pressured to rhetorically distance himself from his black body at the
2008 DNC “to mitigate white anxiety” (Ore, 2017, p. 3), Biden, too, distanced himself from his
disabled body to reassure a nation questioning his ability to serve as President. When Biden took
the DNC stage, he did so after many months of headlines and public discourse that scrutinized
his gaffes and questioned his cognitive ability. Furthermore, he did so during one of the most
challenging times in U.S. history—amidst a global pandemic, a struggling economy, and a
polarizing race against an opponent unlike any other—to make his case to a struggling nation.
After the convention, one headline reading “Joe Biden’s DNC Speech was Spectacularly
Adequate” (Levitz, 2020), among other similar headlines, seemed to capture not only the
apparent sigh of relief that permeated through much of public discourse after Biden spoke at the
DNC, but also the seemingly low bar that many hoped he would meet. He needed to embody a
strong, trustworthy, and capable candidate who could deliver for the American people. In a
public sphere fraught with negative stereotypes about stuttering, this meant embodying a speaker
free from the gaffes that Biden became famous for to meet this normative expectation. The
ability to disembody and pass as a fluent speaker in this way is a privilege within disability—
something that not all disabled people would be able to do.
Needless to say, the stakes were incredibly high and the moves that distanced Biden from
his disabled body served to further his rhetorical ability. In doing so, he effectively presents what
Ore (2017) acknowledges as the type of body that belongs on the DNC stage – one that is male,
white, and able-bodied – invisible in its disembodiments. While this project specifically explored
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(dis)embodiments of disability, I briefly discuss these additional forms of (dis)embodiment here,
without consideration of which this project would be lacking.
While Biden’s body is a source of rhetorical burden when it comes to his stutter, his body
simultaneously furthers his rhetorical ability in other crucial ways. This is particularly true in
regards to his white, male body, which benefits Biden enormously even as he disembodies it.
Wilcox (2009) describes how disembodiment is used to maintain whiteness and patriarchal
power:
Eurocentric, patriarchal power in Western knowledge production is maintained via the
willful disembodiment of white male scientists (known for their brilliant, objective
minds), and via the equation of women and those in other marginalized groups to bodies
(deemed as passive objects incapable of knowing or reason). (p. 106)
Thus, Biden’s white, male privilege serves to further his rhetorical ability even as he
disembodies it (and especially because he disembodies it). And yet, although Biden is white and
male, his disabled body makes it more difficult for him to maintain the same illusion of
disembodiment historically maintained by white, male rhetors (Wilcox, 2009). Nonetheless, this
analysis has shown that through speaking with mostly fluent speech and through positioning his
stuttering as a thing of the past, Biden is largely successful in maintaining this disembodiment –
a disembodiment that aligns with the practice of ableist rhetorical ability.
StutterTalk Participants (Dis)embodiments
In this project, I’ve explored the podcast participants’ (dis)embodiments in six episodes
of StutterTalk to support my claim that they practice rhetorical ability in a new and radical way –
practicing a more ethical rhetorical ability that calls for embodiment. The podcast participants
practice this embodiment in their statements about stuttering through challenging ableism
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(particularly the notion that fluency is superior to stuttering), through discussing their own stories
with stuttering and the good that comes from stuttering, and by making space for people who
stutter, embracing all the complexities that the experience of stuttering brings.
The environment in which the podcast participants practiced rhetorical ability was, in
many ways, an ideal one for stutterers. Not only did they create a podcast in community with
others, but in creating their own platform, they had autonomous control over the content of the
podcast, the length of the podcasts, and how they presented the information, including the way
they speak. Although the podcast participants certainly challenged typical media/podcast
conventions, the environment in which they participate is much more conducive to ethical
rhetorical ability, with far less pressure than Biden faced. However, the podcast participants still
felt the pressures of ableism, and they demonstrate how creating space and community for
people who stutter is a powerful way to claim rhetorical ability where it has been historically
denied.
While I noted at the beginning of this thesis that (dis)embodiment occurs on a spectrum,
no instances that clearly moved towards disembodiment in terms of disability were observed in
this analysis. However, although this project does not analyze (dis)embodiments outside of
disability, it is noteworthy that embodiments such as race and gender were seldom mentioned,
nor discussed or interrogated meaningfully in the six episodes analyzed. While it is true that this
analysis has a small sample size (six podcast episodes out of 700+), intersectional lenses are
needed to understand ethical rhetorical ability more fully, which is discussed in future directions.
Furthermore, the podcast participants demonstrate that ethical rhetorical ability is not just
practiced with this openness and acceptance of difference, but in the embracing and honoring of
difference. Indeed, the podcast participants are clear and unabashed when they express their
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appreciation for their stuttering. Peter says, “I love my stuttering, and it’s part of me, but it isn’t
always pleasant” (Reitzes, 2021a), a statement that seems to encapsulate how the podcast
participants hold space for both of these truths.
Ethical Rhetorical Ability
This project’s analysis has made clear the need for us to move beyond understandings of
rhetorical ability that are rooted in ableism and to call for more ethical conceptualizations of
rhetorical ability that make room for and embrace embodiment. Drawing from the findings that
I’ve described thus far, I now offer a conceptualization of ethical rhetorical ability that is rooted
in listening, inclusivity, and compassion.
First, I start by conceptualizing rhetoric, which has been defined and theorized by
innumerable scholars over many years (Booth, 2009). In a move away from defining rhetoric
based on one’s persuasive speaking ability, I situate myself with scholars who have worked to
imagine rhetoric, in part, as a form of transcendent participation and collaborative worldmaking.
As Crosswhite (2013) posits:
Rhetoric is a form of human transcendence, a way we open ourselves to the influence of
what is beyond ourselves and become receptive, a way we participate in a larger world
and become open to the lives of others, a way we learn and change. Rhetoric is also a
way the world and others become open to us, open to our giving and our participation; it
is a way we teach, a way we change our common conditions, a way we form relationships
and bear the lives and experiences of other people. (p. 7)
The broadness of such a conceptualization of rhetoric allows for a more adequate capture of the
power that comes with being rhetorically able – it is immense and far-reaching. It also
illuminates an important factor of rhetorical ability, without which it could not exist:
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transcendence. The practice of transcendence – of opening ourselves to others and listening to
others – requires an affective response of understanding. As Ahmed (2015) writes:
The impossibility of feeling the pain of others does not mean that the pain is simply
theirs, or that their pain has nothing to do with me. I want to suggest here, cautiously, and
tentatively, that an ethics of responding to pain involves being open to being affected by
that which one cannot know or feel. (p. 30).
Although Ahmed specifically speaks of pain here (and I do not wish to imply that the experience
of stuttering is only painful), I believe Ahmed’s sentiment may extend to other emotions,
whether they lean towards joy or heartbreak. Ahmed’s insight into an ethical response to pain
shows us what ethical rhetorical ability might look like outside of one’s community (such as the
StutterTalk community), and how it may expand into larger communities that are not necessarily
united by a common marginalized identity. How we listen and how we open ourselves to “being
affected by that which [we] cannot know or feel” (Ahmed, 2015, p. 30) is essential to an ethical
practice rhetorical ability, particularly in how we are granted (and grant) the ability to be heard.
Furthermore, Goodley et al. (2018) notes that “a turn to affect is… associated with a desire to
recognize the materiality of the body,” a challenge to the long history of “biological essentialism
that viewed queer, disabled, and female bodies as inherently abnormal” (p. 201). Thus, viewing
transcendence, and furthermore, rhetorical ability, through an affective lens is especially fitting
in its recognition of the body not as a pathologized subject, but as a source of rhetorical potential.
Thus, through this affective transcendence, two important components of rhetorical
ability are established: (1) to be perceived as credible and (2) to be listened to. Notably, whether
or not these components are realized is up to the listener. In other words, rhetorical ability is one
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that is granted or withheld by others. When a person is denied rhetorical ability, they are denied
the opportunity to participate in collaborative worldmaking – to be heard and seen as human.
While the idea of being listened to as a part of rhetorical ability may seem simplistic,
Ratcliffe (1999) notes that the tendency in popular culture is to “naturalize listening, that is,
assume it to be something that everyone does but no one [need] study” (p. 18). In particular,
speech disabilities are implicated in this tendency to leave listening uninterrogated. Johnson
(2010) notes:
… Rhetorical studies has devoted itself for millennia to propagating the “good man
speaking well,” and producing rapturous encomia on rhetorical achievement. We turn
towards people who look, think, act, and speak according to our criteria for the beautiful,
the healthy, the good, the talented, and the eloquent, and we turn away from those who
violate these powerful edicts of the nomos. (p. 475)
When we make the decision to turn towards people exhibiting speech qualities perceived as
eloquent and indicative of goodness, we choose to listen to a certain kind of speaker. And as we
turn away from those who violate these qualities, we render them unworthy of listening to –
unworthy of granting rhetorical ability. Therefore, it is difficult to overstate the multitude of
implications that listening has in rhetorical ability.
To conceptualize what is means to listen well as a component of rhetorical ability, I turn
to Ratcliffe’s (1999) notion of rhetorical listening as “a code of cross-cultural conduct” that
“signifies a stance of openness that a person may choose to assume in relation to any person,
text, or culture” (p. 17). Ratcliffe (1999) posits that rhetorical listening is composed of four
moves: (1) the “promoting an understanding of self and other,” or “standing under discourses…
letting discourses wash over, through, and around us and then letting them lie there to inform our
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politics and ethics” (p. 28); (2) to “[proceed] within an accountability of logic” which calls us to
“consider how all of us are, at present, culturally implicated in effects of the past (via our
resulting privileges and/or their lack) and, thus, accountable for what we do about situations
now” (p. 32); (3) to “[locate] identifications across commonalities and differences,” a move
leading to “murky margins” or “borderlands” wherein “rhetorical listening helps listeners
analyze discursive convergences and divergences” (p. 33); and (4) to “[analyze] claims as well as
cultural logics within which these claims function,” a focus that may allow listeners to “better
appreciate that the other person is not simply wrong but rather functioning from within a
different logic” (p. 33).
Rhetorical listening offers a meaningful conceptualization of listening, one that is
practiced in a more ethical rhetorical ability. In situating rhetorical listening as a part of
rhetorical ability, I do not imply that such a practice automatically ensures the granting of
credibility, nor does it ensure that one will see or experience the world as you do; Ratcliffe
cautions that it is “not a quick fix nor a happy-ever-after solution” (1999, p. 33). However,
practicing rhetorical listening does grant a certain credibility in its recognition that we are all
human, and we all deserve the chance to be truly heard. This, perhaps, is the most basic form of
credibility, and one that is still too often denied to many marginalized groups, including those
with disabilities. To invoke Johnson (2010), rhetorical listening calls for us to turn toward those
who we otherwise may have turned away from.
Therefore, just as rhetorical listening offers one way in which we open ourselves to
others through transcendence, we also make determinations concerning the credibility of others
in this way – that is, we open ourselves towards seeing others as credible. Notably, just as
rhetorical listening relies on the listener to engage in practices of listening, credibility relies on
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the listener to make judgements “concerning the believability of a communicator” (O’Keefe,
2002, p. 181). Traditional notions of credibility stem from classical rhetorical theory, largely
influenced by Aristotle, who argued that “the orator persuades by moral character when his
speech is delivered in such a manner as to render him worthy of confidence,” further qualifying
that for a speaker to be worthy of such confidence, it “must be due to the speech itself, not to any
preconceived idea of the speaker’s character” (Aristotle, 1926). Johnson notes that while we’ve
explored “how writers and orators might best accommodate the audience… [we] rarely examine
the limits of that accommodation or question the idea that the responsibility of accommodation
falls on the rhetor” (2010, p. 476). Therefore, although scholars have engaged in important work
offering alternative ways of determining credibility (Walters, 2014), this conceptualization of a
speaker as worthy of an audience’s confidence based on their speech delivery continues to
permeate ideas of what it means to communicate well, and is a hallmark of an ableist notion
rhetorical ability.
This leads me to distinguish between two types of rhetorical ability – (1) ethical
rhetorical ability and (2) ableist rhetorical ability. I will go on to define ethical rhetorical ability
as embodied and collaborative, and ableist rhetorical ability, ironically, as both disembodied and
defined by the body’s functions.
Ableist rhetorical ability calls for disembodiment in order to further one’s rhetorical
ability. The way we speak is a form of embodiment that is intimate and personal, and it is one
that is controlled since we are children. Students of color “frequently report needing to conform
to typically white speech patterns and styles in order to achieve competitive success” (Tarin,
2020, p. 315), a form of disembodiment which Anzaldúa (1987) has called linguistic terrorism.
In public speaking and journalism textbooks, students are taught which speech characteristics are
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desirable and which are not, with stuttering named as one such characteristic that should be
unequivocally avoided (Powers & Haller, 2017). The practices we learn in school as ones that
will help further our rhetorical ability persist into adulthood, seen everywhere from casual social
outings to the Presidential stage.
Ableist rhetorical ability has roots in the medical model of disability, which considers
disability as a problem existing in the individual – one that is a “functional deficit located within
the bodymind,” determined so by assessments according to clinical standards that define how
bodyminds should function (Haagaard, 2022). Importantly, under the medical model of
disability, “the individual was often reduced, via synecdoche, to the sum of his or her
dysfunctional parts” (Dolmage, 2014, p. 94). Therefore, the medical model may be further
conceptualized as “a rhetorical concept [used] to advance certain perspectives” (Hogan, 2019),
including perspectives that perpetuate the marginalization of disabled people.
Ethical rhetorical ability calls for a move away from defining disability and ability based
on one’s body. The conceptualization of disability studies as a methodology that involves
“scrutinizing not body or mental impairments but the social norms that define particular
attributes as impairments, as well as the social conditions that concentrate stigmatized attributes
in particular populations” (Minich, 2016, n.p.) emphasizes the need to move away from defining
rhetorical ability as based solely on bodily ability. This move is a necessary one for a more
ethical rhetorical ability because, if rhetorical ability is defined only by the characteristics of the
body – whether by one’s ability to stand tall, to project a “strong” voice dictated by tone or pitch,
or by how fluently one speaks – rhetorical ability will be one that is never accessible to all.
Thus, I argue that a more ethical rhetorical ability is an embodied one. In its call for
embodiment, it directly challenges the normative powers and structures that pressure or require
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one to disembody in order to be granted a higher degree of rhetorical ability – to feel safe,
included, and accepted. It acknowledges the reality that to truly embody oneself in the world is a
privilege that not everyone has, and its practice works to make embodied rhetorical ability
accessible to all.
Just as ethical rhetorical ability is embodied, it is also co-constituted. It creates shared
spaces where we communicate our thoughts and imaginations as our true selves, grant other
people permission to do the same, and listen as they do so. Shome (2003) argues that “adopt[ing]
a spatial perspective on power… may better enable us to theorize various relations of identity
and culture” (p. 39). I see imagining the power of ethical rhetorical ability as a space to be
helpful in its conceptualization, especially in supporting a move away from ableist rhetorical
ability. Space helps constitute context. Randall notes the importance of context in this move,
stating:
If disability is simply an observable, given feature of some bodies, then so too are the
capacities of those bodies. But if disability is formed through discursive and material
processes and the experience of disability is mediated by discursive and material
resources, then ability becomes at least partially dependent on context. (2021, p. 378)
If the contexts where rhetorical ability has been practiced have been spaces steeped in ableism,
then it is unsurprising that ableist rhetorical ability continues to reign as the norm, with ethical
rhetorical ability given little chance to flourish in such spaces. Thus, creating spaces of ethical
rhetorical ability is a move to resist such ableist spaces. In her writing on spaces of marginality,
hooks (1989) described such spaces as “space[s] of radical openness,” where “locating oneself…
is difficult yet necessary. It is not a ‘safe’ place… one needs a community of resistance” (p.
206). Furthermore, hooks (1989) identified marginality as “much more than a site of
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deprivation… it is also the site of radical possibility, a space of resistance” (p. 23), a site that is
reflective of
A marginality one [does not wish] to lose – to give up or surrender as part of moving into
the center – but rather of a site one stays in, clings to, even, because it nourishes one’s
capacity to resist. It offers one the possibility of radical perspective from which to see and
create, to imagine alternatives, new worlds. (p. 24)
In the same way, ethical rhetorical ability is rooted within the margins, and functions as a space
that provides nourishment to resist – a nourishment that comes from practicing ethical rhetorical
ability with others. And conceptualizing ethical rhetorical ability as an embodied one recognizes
embodiment as a source of power in creating such nourishing spaces. Hanchey (2021) argues
that “centering on embodiment as a form of re-humanizing offers a coalitional space” (p. 332)
that is capable of disrupting power structures, wherein ableism may be included. Consequently,
embodying disability is re-humanizing and space making. It is a move that rejects the reduction
of humans to their disability and is a step towards honoring all that disabled people have to
offer.
Thus, collaborative spaces where rhetorical ability is created together and practiced
together through transcendence – where we open worlds to one another, give and participate with
one another, and bear the lives and experiences of one another (Crosswhite, 2013) – give us a
glimpse of a radical alternative to what it means to have rhetorical ability.
Lastly, ethical rhetorical ability calls not just for the acceptance of difference, but for the
embracing of it. Yet, while the act of embracing difference sounds lovely, it’s easier said than
done. Joseph (2017) offers an analogy on embracing difference, stating that “to truly appreciate
and eventually sing new music, the audience must first learn to listen to different melodies,
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which might, to new ears, sound dissonant” (p. 3307). This analogy is particularly fitting when
discussing speech disabilities as it places responsibility on the listener to truly listen to and value
different ways of speaking, rather than continuing to normalize certain vocal qualities which
many people with speech disabilities are not able to adhere to. It calls us to challenge how we
grant rhetorical ability. Joseph (2017) goes on to describe a future world where “a deviation from
an assumed norm is embraced as an intrinsic and valued part of the process of change making”
(p. 3306). This future world would significantly contribute towards the cultivation and practice
of ethical rhetorical ability. Such a world may be difficult for those belonging to the disabled
community and other marginalized communities to imagine, yet, with communities like
StutterTalk, we are provided a glimpse into this world. In contributing the theorizations of ethical
rhetorical ability included in this project, I hope to contribute to this future world where
difference is regarded with deep appreciation, and where we may embrace diverse rhetors.
Self-Reflexivity
I distinctly remember the first time someone referred to me as disabled. I was in my
senior year of high school, and I had my first drama rehearsal for my school’s upcoming musical.
I loved drama, but because of my stutter I was never brave enough to audition for any of the
school’s productions until I neared the end of my high school career. Rehearsal that day was an
especially tough one – I struggled to say nearly all of my lines – and I began to wonder whether
the sudden bravery I conjured to audition was all for nothing. Even now, I can vividly recall the
feelings of intense embarrassment, inferiority, and defeat. Time seemed to pass excruciatingly
slowly, but we eventually finished for the day, and a friend asked me, “So, what’s it like to have
a speech disability?”
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I was floored. I had never heard of someone refer to stuttering in this way, and he said the
words with such confidence and ease – as if there was no doubt in his mind that stuttered speech
qualified as a disability and, even more stunning (and at the time, mortifying), that my speech in
particular would qualify as such. Feeling a pit in my stomach, I replied, “I’ve never really
thought of it that way. It’s just how I talk sometimes.”
I saw him nod and begin to say something, but I only vaguely heard his response. My
mind was reeling. Was this how I was seen by others – as a person who lived in a disabled body?
My seventeen-year-old self didn’t like the sound of that at all; I always tried as hard as I could to
speak fluently. And while I’d endured my share of hurtful experiences and comments in school
due to my stutter, I liked to think that I spoke fluently most of the time.
My early discomfort with the idea of disability, along with my practices of
disembodiment, help to illuminate the ableist notions of rhetorical ability that I’d been subjected
to and had done my best to adhere to, and the internalized ableism with which I struggled (and
still do sometimes). Much time passed before I began to accept my stutter and the term
“disabled” – in fact, nearly a decade. I entered graduate school to pursue a MA in
Communication and, in an ironic twist of fate, I was required to teach public speaking courses as
a part of my teaching assistantship. While I was excited to teach, I dreaded the subject matter as I
felt unqualified to teach public speaking on multiple levels. But at the crux of my fears was the
question: How could I, as a person who stutters – especially one who historically and fervently
avoided speaking in public, musicals aside – teach public speaking? What insight or credibility
could I bring? Would my students, peers, and mentors be able to see me as rhetorically able?
Would I?
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Despite these unknowns, I knew that the best path forward was to be open with my
students about my experience with stuttering and to stutter openly in class. I had to begin not
only speaking in public, but begin to see myself as someone worthy of speaking in public, and as
someone who had something to offer in doing so. I had to begin interrogating ableism and other
systems of power in class, including my own internalized ableism. This took time and practice,
and I’ve had to learn to lean into the discomfort that comes with the embodiment of disability in
a normative world. While I still have much room to grow (and always will), after a few
semesters of teaching public speaking, I feel I’ve been able to facilitate meaningful conversations
and activities in class that encourage moves towards ethical rhetorical ability.
And yet, eventually, I began to realize that my embodiment as an instructor was not
enough. I had entered graduate school thinking that teaching would be the greatest challenge for
me (an idea that I laugh at now), but the normative pressures I experienced as a graduate student
quickly surpassed those I experienced as an instructor. Thus, I began having discussions about
identity and ability with my peers and mentors. Practicing embodiment in this way came with a
series of overwhelming contradictions – it was both challenging and easy, heartbreaking and
joyous, scary and empowering. Moreover, as I began to embrace my identity as a person who
stutters and as I learned more about disability studies, one of the foremost sensations I felt was
the relief that came with recognizing and accepting that I’m living in a world expecting fluency
that I’m physically not able to exhibit. The absurdity of constantly striving to adhere to
normative speech standards became clear to me, and with this clarity, I began to practice
embodiment more fully. I began to embrace my identity as a disabled speaker, which helped me
to give myself permission to not hold myself to the same normative standards as others,
something that I am still working on (and perhaps, always will be).
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As I reflect on my experience, I also recognize my own privileges that exist within and
alongside my disabled identity – privileges that have, undoubtedly, furthered my rhetorical
ability. Growing up, I lived in a middle-class neighborhood with good public schools, which
included access to therapy sessions with a speech language pathologist. My parents had stable
jobs that allowed us to lead a good quality of life, which enabled them the time and security to
offer me support at home; they would help me practice the techniques I learned in therapy, and
they made space for me to talk about my stutter. The white privilege that my family and I
benefited from furthered access to all of these systems of care – a privilege that continues to
benefit me today. If I didn't have access to these support systems, I have no doubt that my
stuttering experience would have been much different.
Furthermore, because stuttering is heard rather than seen, I have the privilege of passing
as an able-bodied person if I’m not speaking. When I am speaking, depending on the context, I
sometimes have so few instances of stuttering that I’m able to pass as an able-bodied person
experiencing common linguistic disfluencies rather than a speech disability. In instances where I
stutter more frequently and severely, I am often able to exhibit stuttered speech that others can
understand and within a timeframe that most are willing to accept (even if they find it
inconvenient), usually allowing me to get by without needing assistance or accommodation. I am
very aware that, if I were to have more instances of stuttering, or if others found my speech more
difficult to understand, my rhetorical ability would be much more limited. Furthermore, I wonder
if I would have been granted less rhetorical ability by my peers, professors, and students if I did
not have some or all of these privileges. (Or perhaps, if I would have been granted enough
rhetorical ability to even have the chance to attend graduate school, among the other
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opportunities I’ve had in life). Would I have been granted enough rhetorical ability to still be
here, writing this project?
Although these are questions I’ll never know the answer to, I believe they are worthy of
reflection. I consider them and share about my own experience here not only to engage in selfreflexivity – a practice that helps me (and hopefully, readers) to more deeply understand my
position, insights, and biases – but also, because I hope that my experience as a graduate student
with a speech disability coming into the field of communication may help to further illuminate
the work that needs be done, and may help to inform future directions. For me, my experience as
a graduate student of communication and my own navigation of (dis)embodiments inspired this
thesis and, although it's been very difficult – both physically and emotionally – for me to write, I
am grateful for the opportunity. At the same time, I know that this work is not yet done.
Limitations
The first, and perhaps most significant, limitation of this project is that, because of its
limited scope, it may not be representative of the larger stuttering community. In the six episodes
analyzed, the podcast participants do not explicitly state how they identify in regards to race,
gender, and other identities that may deeply impact how a person experiences stuttering and
disability. However, based on the photos provided alongside the six podcasts on the StutterTalk
website, the majority of participants included seem to be white/male passing. While it was not
my intention to only analyze episodes that included such participants, it nonetheless happened.
Furthermore, intersections such as race, gender, religion, socioeconomic class, etc. are rarely
mentioned, nor discussed or interrogated meaningfully in the DNC segments or the six
StutterTalk episodes analyzed in this project.
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Moreover, one of my biggest takeaways from this project as a white graduate student
studying critical cultural communication, and just as a human, is that I must continue to learn
about and more deeply interrogate whiteness, as its power cannot be overstated. I recognize my
own privilege as a white person in saying this – indeed, it is a privilege to learn about whiteness
rather than knowing it more intimately from experiencing its violence firsthand.
Thus, there are many missing voices and perspectives in this project. This means that,
while it is my hope that some of these findings may provide insights into the experiences of the
larger stuttering community, further research is needed. Particularly, this thesis should not be
considered indicative of the experiences of stutterers with marginalized identities.
Future Directions
Drawing on my discussion of the limitations of this thesis, I offer a few potential future
directions that I believe are necessary, compelling, and would prove fruitful in furthering
conceptualizations of and access to ethical rhetorical ability. First, research exploring rhetorical
ability through the lens of speech disability that centers marginalized folks is sorely needed.
Such projects might explore how BIPOC, LGBTQ+ folks, and others with marginalized
identities in addition to a speech disability experience, navigate, and claim rhetorical ability.
Critical cultural scholars have well established that marginalized groups do not have the same
access to rhetorical ability, a reality that calls for future research in many areas, including this
one. Intersectional approaches such as these are crucial; without them, the larger stuttering
community would not be represented and our understandings of rhetorical ability in regards to
speech disability will be severely lacking.
As future research on rhetorical ability leads us to more fully understand the experiences
and navigations of the stuttering community, I believe these explorations will lead to thoughtful
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ways to put ethical rhetorical ability into practice. Critical work leads to tangible change of the
communities it engages with for the better, and I hope that what I’ve offered here will help
inform and inspire such changes. A focus on change via the application and fostering of
rhetorical ability is much needed, and I believe such research might take and expand upon
notions of ethical rhetorical ability and work to develop models or other such contributions to
allow for praxis-oriented application in areas where ethical rhetorical ability is lacking. I see
much potential for this in the field of communication, including in the areas of public speaking,
rhetoric, interpersonal communication, health communication, and organizational
communication, among other areas and fields.
Furthermore, if rhetorical ability is the extent to which we’re able to participate in the
world, I believe this work can be furthered in many ways and in a variety of contexts. To
imagine areas of contribution, one simply might begin by asking: where and how do we
participate? Who participates (and who does not participate) here, to what extent, and why? For
those whose participation is limited or nonexistent, what would the practice of ethical rhetorical
ability look like here? How can we cultivate it and help it to thrive? It is my hope that questions
such as these, which this project has sought to explore, may provide a helpful starting point for
future directions that work to radically reimagine rhetorical ability.
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